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Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre meets the Franklins and Booth in Tasmania 
Jennifer Livett’s debut novel Wild Island feels like a relic — and I mean that in the best pos-
sible way. It has a steady drumbeat of detail after detail, fact after fact, that fills the inner 
space of the mind so thoroughly you seem to be living out the story as it happens. Rarely 
have I read historical fiction as convincing and authentic as this. It’s as close to time travel as 
you can get.  
Which is a more than a little ironic, given the subject matter of the story. Livett splits her 
narrative into halves, with chapters alternating between Charles O’Hara Booth, commandant 
at the Port Arthur penal settlement in the 1830s, and Harriet Adair, or “Grace Poole” as she is 
sometimes known, nursemaid to the recovering madwoman Bertha Mason. 
The eagle-eyed among you will recognise those names. Grace Poole and Bertha Mason are 
characters taken from Jane Eyre, the classic 19th-century bildungsroman by Charlotte 
Bronte. In fact, Harriet Adair’s sections function as a sequel to Jane Eyre, picking up the 
story where Bronte left off. Booth’s sections, on the other hand, follow historical rather than 
fictional characters. 
We meet Sir John and Lady Jane Franklin. We meet Colonel George Arthur. We meet 
indigenous girl Mathinna. This alternating point of view — interweaving beloved fictional 
characters with well-known historical ones — has a beguiling effect. In a subtle sort of way, 
it promotes Jane Eyre, Rochester and the rest of the Thornfield gang to the status of history. 
Livett’s focus on detail and authenticity means the fictional characters feel as much a part of 
historical record as the Franklins. It helps that Livett treats them with reverence and care, so 
they genuinely feel like continuations of the originals. Mr Rochester, in particular, is just as 
Byronic as he has ever been. Bertha Mason also steals the show as the untameable creole 
heroine who wants to uncover her past. 
To flesh out Bertha’s history, Livett draws on Jean Rhys’s classic novel Wide Sargasso Sea, 
which adds yet another layer of depth and complication. Then there are echoes of Richard 
Flanagan’s Wanting in the character of Lady Jane Franklin. There is a real thrill in seeing all 
these old friends putting the band back together. It’s like the Traveling Wilburys of historical 
fiction. Without wanting to spoil too much of the fun, I will say the story takes some 
surprising twists and turns. The first of these, the one that sets the stage for the whole 
narrative, is the fate of Bertha Mason. 
Those familiar with Bronte’s work will remember that Bertha meets a tragic end in Jane Eyre 
when she sets fire to Thornfield Hall and falls to her death in the burning wreckage. Livett 
takes this as her starting point for some good-natured speculation. What if Bertha had lived? 
What then for Jane and Mr Rochester? They couldn’t marry because he is already married to 
Bertha. 
Livett then adds a few more complications. It’s possible Bertha was also married before 
meeting Rochester. It’s also possible the only person who might be able to prove she was 
previously married is living in Van Diemen’s Land. Thus, the storylines of Charles O’Hara 
Booth and Harriet Adair begin to converge. 
And it’s here that the central irony of the novel begins to assert itself. What are we to make of 
fictional characters who walk a historical stage and share dialogue with the legends of the 
Tasmanian past, such as the Franklins? Are the Franklins diminished or is Jane Eyre 
elevated? The truth, of course, is that fiction holds sacred only its own anarchism. Franklin 
and Eyre, true and false; once it’s written in fiction, all rules are abandoned. Livett is playing 
a terrifically fun game with our sense of the past. Jane Eyre may not have actually lived but it 
is very easy to forget that fact while reading about her in Wild Island. 
Ultimately, the narrative focus shifts as characters come and go through the lives of Adair 
and Booth. We follow Booth’s trials and tribulations running the penal settlement at Port 
Arthur. We see him fall in and out of love. We see Bertha’s search for the truth about her 
past. We see the Franklins rise and fall and we find fresh insight into the immense fortitude 
Lady Jane possessed. 
The story is never less than convincing. The characters are drawn with an emotional depth 
that makes them compelling and we quickly come to care about them. Livett proves herself as 
an accomplished novelist in this fine debut. 
Rohan Wilson’s most recent novel is To Name Those Lost. 
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